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Los juegos de pelota en el centro de México 
David M. Carballo 
**Note: The following represents a pre-press draft submitted in English and subsequently 
translated to Spanish** 
 
Resumen: Although the earliest ball-courts appear in the Mesoamerican lowlands, the 
inhabitants of the central highlands eagerly adopted and elaborated formal courts beginning 
during the Middle Preclassic period.  In subsequent periods, the prevalence of ball-courts varied 
by site, regional contacts and broader sociopolitical forces. Courts were particularly numerous in 
Puebla-Tlaxcala during the later Preclassic period and throughout central Mexico during the 
Epiclassic period. Sixteenth century documents from the Altiplano provide the best descriptions 
concerning how prehispanic games throughout Mesoamerica were played, even having been 
exported to Spain by Cortés (Figure 1). 
 
 
Ball-courts in the hearts of central Mexico’s prehispanic settlements attest to the 
importance of this ritualized sport to community life.  Even in settlements without formal courts, 
different varieties of ballgames (hip-ball, handball, stickball) would have been played in central, 
multiuse areas, particularly in plazas. Throughout Mesoamerica, such events involved processes 
of defining community, group, and individual identities known from sixteenth century historical 
sources recorded in the Basin of Mexico and Puebla-Tlaxcala region. These sources emphasize 
the importance of gambling, consumption of food and drink, noble patronage of teams and 
courts, and rituals—including cleansing in a temazcal, making cache offerings, and occasionally 
human sacrifice (Garza and Izquierdo 1980; Taladoire this volume). As competitive sports, 
ballgames involved the negotiation of identity along varied scales of interaction in culturally 
structured arenas of competition and collaboration. Players cooperated with one another to 
compete with clearly defined opponents, while spectators participated off the field in relations of 
affiliation or antagonism.  Ballgames thereby simultaneously fostered and mediated social 
relations operating both among and between central Mexico’s prehispanic communities.   
The tierra templada and tierra fría of central Mexico are situated at altitudes well above 
the land of rubber, those low-lying areas where rubber trees used for making balls for the 
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ballgame grow.  Nevertheless, the occupants of these mountainous areas appear to have 
enthusiastically adopted, and perhaps invented various ballgames. Clay figurines depicting 
ballplayers appear during the Early Preclassic period, at initial villages such as Tlatilco, and they 
continued to be made throughout the Formative period, including at its first major urban centers. 
Formal courts first appear during the Middle Preclassic period and these begin a general trend of 
central Mexican courts with a “Latin I” or “double T” form. The emphasis of this overview will 
be on this earlier period; however, I will also consider the social role of ballgames during the 
Classic, Epiclassic, and Postclassic periods (Figure 2). 
 
Los orígenes del juego de pelota durante el periodo Preclásico 
The earliest evidence for the ballgame in central Mexico comes from clay figurines 
depicting ballplayers. These are made throughout the Preclassic period, beginning at early 
villages such as Tlatilco, and continuing at early urban centers such as Cuicuilco (Figure 3, 
Figure 5d). The easiest to identify as ballplayers hold a ball, but other personages depicted in 
clay during the Preclassic and later periods appear to wear accoutrements of the hip-ball game, 
such as padding at the midsection, without holding a ball. Thus far, no formal court has been 
identified at Cuicuilco or at other large urban centers of the Preclassic period, such as 
Xochitecatl or Tlalancaleca. They appear instead at middle-tier centers such as the early towns of 
Capulac Concepción, Puebla, and La Laguna, Tlaxcala. 
On the southern slope of the La Malinche volcano, Ángel García Cook (2013) 
documented what thus far appears to be the earliest formal ball-court from central Mexico at 
Capulac Concepción. The site is elevated on a hill with one mound-plaza group at the summit 
and other structures, including the ball-court, descending the terraced northern slope (Figura 4).  
The ball-court is oriented east-west and García Cook’s excavations revealed it to be closed at 
both ends, enclosing a playing surface of 88 x 11 m. If the court was enclosed with a Latin I-
shape, its total exterior length would have measured approximately 112 m (Beristáin Bravo 
2014). The parallel northern and southern platforms rise 4 to 5 m and may have supported 
perishable superstructures. García Cook reports that radiocarbon samples from the excavations 
were contaminated and resulted in widely divergent and incompatible dates. Based on ceramics 
and figurines from structural fill, he dates the ballcourt to the Texoloc-Tezoquipan transition (ca. 
600 - 300 BC). Today the ballcourt is unfortunately almost totally destroyed. 
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Our work at La Laguna (Carballo 2016), undertaken collaboratively with Luis Barba and 
members of the Laboratorio de Prospección Arqueológica at UNAM, combined remote sensing 
and excavation to define the site’s ceremonial center, including its early ball-court (designated 
Structure 12L-3). Like many later central Mexican centers, La Laguna’s core was a plaza with a 
temple to the east and ball-court to the west (Figure 5a, Figure 6). This east-west axis was 
skewed 60.5 degrees to the north. Excavations at the court in 2008 and 2009 included a trench 
across its center (Figure 5b-c), another to its west, and small exposures of contiguous units at its 
eastern and northern ends. These defined the court’s exterior proportions of approximately 90 x 
60 m, with a 9 m wide interior playing space, or alley—dimensions very similar to the court at 
Capulac Concepción. To the west of La Laguna’s ball-court, a series of retaining walls were built 
in order to extend and flatten the central plaza. The excavations on the eastern platform of the 
court exposed an upper surface where spectators likely gathered to watch games. Chemical 
analyses of the floors conducted by Agustín Ortiz detected elevated levels of proteins and fatty 
acids on the surface of the platform relative to the playing surface, which may indicate food 
consumption on the platform. A pit feature from within the upper floor of the platform produced 
the only datable carbon from the ball-court, with an approximate range of 675 – 483 BC (2 
sigma). However, the sample was from fill, rather than in situ, and the mix of Texoloc and 
Tezoquipan phase ceramics in the construction nuclei suggest a later construction date, during 
the Tezoquipan phase and roughly contemporary with the court at Capulac Concepción. 
In addition to their general contemporaneity, the ball-courts at La Laguna and Capulac 
Concepción were closed at their extremities, unlike the open plans of many earlier Formative 
period courts (see Anderson and Medina, this issue), and the court at La Laguna very clearly 
exhibits the I-shape that became canonical in later phases. I-shaped courts are also known for 
later Preclassic contexts at Cantona as well as at several sites in Oaxaca and the Tehuacan 
Valley, indicating they developed in eastern and southern highland Mexico before spreading 
westward. No Preclassic site from the Basin of Mexico has a ball-court demonstrated through 
excavation, but a likely court can be found at the site of Temamatla. Construction of ceremonial 
architecture at Temamatla likely initiated during the Zacatenco phase (dates), including a 
parallel-mound complex to the west of the site that Mari Carmen Serra Puche and Carlos 
Lazcano Arce (2009) interpret as housing a ball-court. They note the parallel mounds with an 
empty space between them, tiered masonry construction, and presence of ballplayer figurines in 
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support of the interpretation. If accurate, Temamatla would represent an earlier Preclassic court 
from the Basin of Mexico, and a plan of ceremonial architecture that more closely matches the 
temple/plaza/ball-court arrangement seen at La Laguna and Cantona, which became common in 
later periods. 
 
La gran anomalía de Teotihuacan y el juego durante el periodo Clásico 
 The contrasts between the cities of Teotihuacan and Cantona could not be more striking. 
Whereas Teotihuacan possesses an integrated central architectural plan anchored by monumental 
constructions but no visible ball-court, Cantona possesses an expanse of dozens of plaza groups 
of relatively modest proportions but with a record, for Mesoamerica, of 27 ball-courts (Figure 7). 
Cantona was a longer-lived city than Teotihuacan, and had its apogee after the collapse of 
Teotihuacan, but they are worth considering together because Cantonecos began constructing 
ball-courts during the later Preclassic and continued during the Classic (García Cook 2004; 
Zamora, esta revista). What forces made Cantona’s inhabitants embrace court building to such a 
degree while Teotihuacan’s inhabitants rejected it, at least in the final centuries of the city’s 
history? Part of the answer could be in cultural ties, with Cantonecos having been closely 
connected to the lowlands. Another could be that governance at Cantona was relatively 
decentralized, with various factions and neighborhoods having constructed their own 
temple/plaza/ball-court groups, like dozens of Preclassic towns joined together. Other than in the 
Oriental Basin, these arrangements are relatively rare during the Classic period, but they can be 
seen at sites such as Manzanilla, Puebla, and the later occupation at Chalcatzingo, Morelos.  
The absence of formal courts at Teotihuacan has been a noted anomaly in Mesoamerican 
studies for years, even though authors have remarked that various ballgames are depicted in art 
and were likely played in barrio centers and/or in the divided segments of the central Street of 
the Dead (Gómez Chávez and Gazzola 2015; Uriarte 2006). The murals of the Tepantitla 
compound at Teotihuacan make it clear that Teotihuacanos played the hip-ball game in defined, 
rectangular spaces (Figure 8a), and also played other forms of games involving sticks and 
movable markers, the latter also known archaeologically (Figure 8b).  
New excavations at the Ciudadela by Sergio Gómez Chávez and Julie Gazzola (2015) 
have radically transformed understanding of ballgames at Teotihuacan. To the west of the 
Ciudadela, they have uncovered earlier constructions, designated Pre-Ciudadela, that date to the 
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late first through second century, making them contemporaries with the early constructions at the 
Sun and the Moon Pyramids. The Pre-Ciudadela consisted of complexes of rooms whose 
foundations are now located under the southern floor of the later Ciudadela. Among these is an 
enclosed complex to the west, designated Structure 5, which may have been a ball-court. 
Structure 5 of the Pre-Ciudadela measured 123 m north-south and was contemporaneous with an 
earlier monument containing Feathered Serpent sculpture until both were razed and covered with 
a higher floor. If it in fact represents a ball-court, any eastern temple precursor to the Feathered 
Serpent Pyramid would have presented a similar temple/plaza/ball-court arrangement to those 
seen in the later Preclassic at sites such as La Laguna, Temamatla, and Cantona. Further, the 
excavations by Gómez Chávez and team in the artificial tunnel under the Ciudadela discovered 
preserved rubber balls of different sizes, perhaps corresponding to different varieties of 
ballgames. In the context of the generally poor organic preservation at Teotihuacan, this find is 
extraordinary and proves conclusively that Teotihuacanos were also avid ballplayers. 
 
Ciudades-estado del Epiclásico y Posclásico: la centralidad de canchas del juego de pelota 
 Whereas Teotihuacano architects rejected formal ball-courts following the possibility of 
Pre-Ciudadela Structure 5, those of the Epiclassic city-states that arose in central Mexico in the 
wake of Teotihuacan’s collapse returned them to a central role in urban planning. This includes 
further proliferation of courts in the Oriental Basin at Cantona and Cuauhyehualulco. It also 
includes the major sites in each of the regions surrounding the Basin of Mexico: Xochicalco in 
Morelos, Teotenango in the Toluca Valley, and Tula Chico and Tula Grande in Hidalgo. In the 
case of these three, the courts have tenoned rings like their contemporaries in the Maya region 
(Figura 9). Strong cultural hybridity is seen in all of these sites, especially at Xochicalco, where a 
ball-court marker depicting the head of a scarlet macaw suggests a unified Great Bird myth 
similar to what is found in the Quiche-Maya Popol Vuh and adorning the two phases of central 
ball-court construction at the Classic period Maya site of Copán, Honduras. Given the strong 
lowland ties exhibited at the site of Cacaxtla, it is surprising that the site’s Gran Basamento did 
not include a ball-court; however, it is possible that an unexcavated court exists away from this 
central precinct.  
 At Tula, the central plaza arrangement consisting of an eastern temple and western ball-
court became standard. Although it existed earlier at sites such as La Laguna, the Toltec capital 
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is responsible for the Postclassic proliferation of this arrangement, as peoples of the Late 
Postclassic—most notably the Tenochca, actively emulated it. The Tenochca-Mexica were, of 
course, avid ballplayers, highlighted by the fact that the Codex Mendoza reports 16,000 rubber 
balls having gone to Tenochtitlan as tax on the Gulf Coast province of Tochtepec. The remains 
of two ball-courts at Tenochtitlan have been verified: one in the sacred precinct (the Teotlachco) 
and another in the Ciudadela. Like most sites occupied on the eve of the Spanish conquest, 
colonial settlements constructed on top of Tenochtitlan obscure urban features such as ball-
courts. In some cases, the establishment of a colonial town away from the Postclassic site center 
permits the visibility and investigation of ball-courts from this period, such as at the site of 
Coatetelco, Morelos. In others, important secondary evidence includes chronicler accounts of 
games having been played in certain locations (for instance, references to games played at 
Texcoco, or the depiction of a court at Cholula in the Historia Tolteca Chichimeca); toponyms 
based on cognate terms referencing ball-courts (towns named with variants of terms such as 
Tlachco, Tlaxco, Taxco, etc.); and the discovery of complete or partial ball-court rings 
(tlachtemalacatl) (Taladoire, this volume).   
 When sixteenth century Spaniards witnessed central Mexican ballgames, and earlier 
contests in the Caribbean, the bouncing movements of rubber balls in motion fascinated them. 
Since it is native to the Americas, rubber was a substance Europeans were wholly unfamiliar 
with, though they had ball sports with not particularly bouncy hide balls stuffed with feathers or 
with filled-air bladders. Chroniclers such as Diego Durán and Juan de Torquemada highlighted 
the objective of keeping balls in a state of perpetual motion, part of the game’s cosmological 
significance, but also the social significance of spectators gambling on the outcomes of 
ballgames, both of which are shared by other Amerind gaming traditions. These combinations of 
sacred and profane elements mean that we should consider various axes for types of ballgame 
events, ranging from community sport involving patronage, financial stakes, and the 
consumption of food and drink, to cosmologically charged ritual spectacles or politically fraught 
proxies for warfare. It is exactly this diversity in forms and contexts of games that illustrates how 
ingrained it was in prehispanic lifeways. 
 Although in the later sixteenth century, the Spanish outlawed ballgames as heathen, when 
Cortés brought Nahuatl speaking ullamalitzeros in 1528 to play the game for the Emperor Carlos 
V and Pope Clemente VII (Figure 1), Europeans were introduced to new possibilities in the 
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world of sport, including games with rapid ball movement, goal areas, and rings—not unlike 
elements of today’s soccer and basketball. From Mexico to the world……   
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Figuras 
 
Figura 1. Central Mexican ballplayers brought to Spain by Cortés in 1528 to demonstrate the hip-
ball game (ullamaliztli) to Carlos V, recorded by the German artist Christoph Weiditz 
(http://dlib.gnm.de/item/Hs22474, Public Domain, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=26350993). 
9 
 
 
Figura 2. Map of central Mexico with sites mentioned in text. 
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Figura 3. Figurine depicting a Preclassic period ballplayer. Museo del Sitio, Cuicuilco, Ciudad 
de México. 
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Figura 4. Map of Capulac Concepción, Puebla, with ball-court to north (based on García Cook 
1983 and Beristáin Bravo 2014). 
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Figura 5.  The ballgame at La Laguna, Tlaxcala.  (a) Map of site center using magnetic gradient, 
made by the Laboratorio de Prospección Arqueológica, UNAM. I-shaped court is to the west. (b) 
Aerial view of excavation trench through the center of the court. (c) Excavation of the bench and 
talud of the eastern platform of the court. (d) Ballplayer figurine from the site. 
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Figura 6. Hypothetical reconstruction of central plaza and ball-court at La Laguna. Drawing by 
Pedro Cahuantzi Hernández. 
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Figura 7. One of the 27 ball-courts at Cantona, Puebla. 
    
Figura 8. Ballgames at Teotihuacan, Estado de México, depicted in murals at the Tepantitla 
compound: (a) The hip-ball game played in a rectangular space with parallel lateral walls; (b) 
Stick-ball being played between two portable markers of the form found at the La Ventilla 
districts. 
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Figura 9. Ball-court with rings from Xochicalco, Morelos. 
